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Abstract

In the past several years, social and emotional learning (SEL) has become a 
widely discussed and more frequently addressed area of need in schools. SEL 
curricula can enhance behavioral practices at the universal tier to be able to 
comprehensively address the social, emotional, and behavioral needs in school 
buildings. With the COVID-19 pandemic, these SEL needs have become 
more pronounced. This case example presents a pilot evaluation of the Open 
Circle SEL curriculum implementation, delivered universally, at Tier 2 for all 
students. Universal SEL instruction was conducted weekly across an entire el-
ementary school in the southeastern United States which had other universal, 
preventative strategies in place. Across the year, pre- and post-implementa-
tion teacher ratings of student SEL skills and teacher perceptions of school 
climate and school-level descriptive outcomes (e.g., academic achievement, of-
fice discipline referrals, attendance) were evaluated. Results indicated that the 
universal SEL implementation yielded differential effectiveness noted by grade 
level, with the intervention being more effective in increasing prosocial skills 
for third grade students. There were also moderate improvements in teacher 
perceptions of school climate and the school-level variables across grade levels. 
Implications for future research and practice are presented.  

Key Words: social and emotional learning, elementary students, prevention, 
prosocial skills, community, Open Circle, universal SEL implementation
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Introduction

Most teachers, families, and students consider the purpose of K–12 school-
ing first and foremost as improving academic skills. However, a recent shift 
toward considering and educating across the social and emotional learning 
(SEL) domains has come into focus, with increasing evidence that targeting 
SEL competencies and behavioral skills in elementary students, including 
self-management, self-awareness, problem solving, and relationship skills, can 
enhance school and life success (Bradshaw et al., 2009; Denham et al., 2012). 
Educators have identified SEL skills as impacting engagement with academ-
ic instruction, improving attendance, and increasing overall connectedness to 
school. Thus, SEL can serve as a foundation for academic achievement and 
performance, with such intervention being especially effective with younger 
students (Bradshaw et al., 2009; Denham et al., 2012; January et al., 2011).

In order to maximize the effectiveness of interventions targeting SEL 
domains, studies have also emphasized the importance of approaching school-
based interventions from a systemic community focus (Greenberg et al., 2003; 
Oberle et al., 2016). High quality implementation of interventions targeting 
social–emotional competencies and behavioral skills necessitates paying atten-
tion to context, including a broad understanding of the school system and 
community in which students are embedded (Low et al., 2016). Identifying 
multidimensional factors that may intersect at the individual, family, school, 
and community levels, like school climate and school absenteeism (Kim & 
Gentle-Genitty, 2020), can be an important step in selecting appropriate SEL 
interventions and maximizing engagement (Low et al., 2016). 

SEL has come into focus as a priority in the past decade (Rivas-Drake et al., 
2020; Voith et al., 2020). The Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emo-
tional Learning (CASEL; 2013), a national organization providing technical 
assistance to educators, defines SEL as instructional practices that promote 
understanding and managing emotions, prosocial behavior in positive rela-
tionships, teaching goal setting, and making responsible decisions. Student 
outcomes related to SEL universal instruction have led to improvements in 
youth mental health and improved developmental trajectories on a range of 
social–emotional and well-being indicators (Durlak et al., 2011; Taylor et al., 
2017). 

SEL Curricula

Several evidence-based SEL curricula are nimble enough to be implement-
ed at both the universal (schoolwide) and targeted tiers. Although the majority 
of studies evaluating SEL programming have traditionally focused on student 
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outcomes (e.g., SEL skills, academic achievement), a growing body of research 
suggests that SEL has an important impact beyond student-level outcomes 
(Stillman et al., 2018). Indeed, school climate and an overall sense of commu-
nity can be directly improved by effective SEL implementation (Gregory et 
al., 2016) and is associated with students’ social development and positive life 
outcomes (Garibaldi et al., 2015). A positive school climate impacts all stake-
holders, including teachers, and is associated with decreased teacher turnover 
(Kraft et al., 2016). Teacher perceptions of school climate and their beliefs on 
the perceived impact of SEL are important factors when evaluating the efficacy 
of SEL programming (Domitrovich et al., 2008).

Choosing SEL Programs

Despite the availability of several SEL programs with CASEL (2020) en-
dorsement for universal implementation, many schools face significant practical 
barriers that negatively impact effective implementation. First, many schools 
lack the essential funds and personnel needed for universal implementation, 
creating feasibility issues for even the most thorough SEL programming. For 
instance, if the program is intended to be delivered by the school counselor, not 
the classroom teacher, there may not be enough school counselors to feasibly 
deliver the intervention. Second, schools may also hesitate to implement such 
programs due to competing curriculum demands and priorities, perceptions 
of lack of applicability to the current school environment, and perceptions 
of low readiness from teachers and administrators (Oberle et al., 2016; Wan-
less & Domitrovich, 2015; Zins et al., 2004). Even when schools are able to 
overcome such barriers and establish evidence-based SEL programing, com-
mon implementation translation and adoption issues such as consistency and 
fidelity create a sizable research-to-practice gap regarding the effectiveness of 
such programming (Domitrovich et al., 2008; Oberle et al., 2016). Low stu-
dent engagement is another common barrier in effectively implementing SEL 
programs, with student interest and participation in program lessons being 
particularly important for SEL programming (Low et al., 2016).

With the adoption and installation of any new program or intervention, 
schools should utilize research-based interventions that match their specific 
school needs and are feasible and cost effective. These elements are also essential 
for creating teacher and administrator buy-in. CASEL outlines the following 
adoption and installation guidelines for choosing an SEL program: (a) in-
volve stakeholders; (b) implement SEL universally, for all students; and (c) 
address local barriers and strengths by tailoring the adoption and installation 
of SEL programs. For this intervention, we selected Open Circle, a promising 
SEL universal program for Grade K–5 students that aims to develop children’s 
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skills for recognizing and managing emotions and promoting empathy, posi-
tive relationships, and problem solving (Hennessey, 2007). Open Circle meets 
adoption criteria as it (a) extensively addresses contexts that promote and rein-
force SEL beyond the classroom, including the school, family, and community; 
(b) can be implemented universally for all students; and (c) aligns well with 
schoolwide systems implementation with universal and targeted supplemen-
tary lessons available, facilitating meaningful adoption for our target school. 

Purpose

Given the emerging area of SEL program delivery at the universal, school-
wide level and varying SEL programs available, further research is warranted 
regarding implementation variables and effectiveness. 
Research Question 1: To what degree can schools implement universal SEL as 

a universal practice with fidelity?
Research Question 2: How does universal Open Circle implementation change 

teacher ratings of student SEL skills?
Research Question 3: How do individual student SEL skills within a single 

classroom affect the social, emotional, and behavioral outcomes of other 
students in the same classroom?

Method

Setting

The pilot study was conducted using a one group pre–post test design in 
a large, public, urban school in the southeastern U.S. The school served 537 
students, with race/ethnicity reported as 65% White, 21% Black/African 
American, and 15% Hispanic. In terms of socioeconomic status, 35% were 
identified as economically disadvantaged and received free or reduced-price 
lunch. The school setting was selected due to established implementation of 
positive behavioral interventions and supports (PBIS; Lewis & Sugai, 1999) 
Tiers 1 and 2 with fidelity and an ongoing climate and discipline problem that 
required intervention. Three years prior to the intervention, the school com-
pleted Tier 1 PBIS training and a year of in-person ongoing coaching. The 
school-developed expectations were “SOAR: Safety first, Own your own ac-
tions, Act responsibly, and Respect others.” The next year the school received 
Tier 2 training and coaching. The school was eager to adopt this new system 
and implemented both tiers with fidelity, according to the Tiered Fidelity In-
ventory (TFI; Algozzine et al., 2014). Their TFI Tier 1 assessment after the 
Tier 1 focus year was 97% fidelity, and the Tier 2 TFI score was 81% fidelity, 
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both exceeding the 70% fidelity threshold for improved outcomes. Although 
their fidelity of implementation was high across three years of Tier 1 and two 
years of Tier 2, the administrator noted ongoing difficulties with disrespectful 
behaviors in the building. See Table 1 for schoolwide demographics and data. 
Specifically, the year prior to the current study there were 16 major infractions 
for disorderly conduct involving students and teachers. Another rationale for 
adding universal SEL in this building was that the school was serving more 
than 10% of the total population at Tier 2, creating a burden on all educa-
tors. Other, more distal rationale with ongoing issues in the building were 
high chronic absenteeism (i.e., more than 10 days absent per year) and low 
overall academic performance. In the year prior to the study, only 42% of the 
students were academically proficient according to the state reporting calcula-
tion across domains (state average is 46.5%), and 23% were chronically absent 
(much higher than the state average of 12.5% and national average of 13%). 
No further data were available to explain these rates, although poor family en-
gagement and school climate may have been contributing factors. 

Table 1. School Demographics and Schoolwide Data

Year Total 
Students

ODR/stu-
dent per-
centage

# of Dis-
orderly In-
fractions

Chronic 
Absentee-
ism Rate

Academic 
Proficien-
cy Score

Baseline 1 PBIS Tier 1 502 3%   0 NR ND
Baseline 2 PBIS Tier 1 538 3%   6 10.99% 73.48%
Baseline 3 PBIS Tier 
1 & 2 514 5% 16 15.60% 68.63%

Intervention 537 6% 10   6.82% 70.70%

Procedure

Training

Given the universal implementation of Open Circle, all classroom teachers 
were provided with a grade-level kit and direct training. A full day of train-
ing was provided by Open Circle training personnel. This training detailed the 
rationale for the intervention, reviewed the content and scope and sequence 
across all grade levels, and focused specifically on teaching procedures and 
grade-specific kit materials, activities, and requirements. The training was also 
attended by the principal and assistant principal who monitored the classroom 
teachers for understanding. Open Circle provided two coaching sessions during 
the first month of implementation for all classroom teachers; further coaching 
was not required per the principal and assistant principal who determined that 
local building-level support throughout the year was sufficient.
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SEL Intervention

The Open Circle curriculum can be implemented either universally for all 
students or in a targeted approach with 36 supplementary lessons. Open Cir-
cle is designed to be implemented across a full year, ongoing throughout each 
year. This approach maintains sustained instruction and scaffolds lessons across 
grade levels across elementary school. The classroom lessons for the elementary 
levels provide initial skill development and practice activities to teach founda-
tional social and emotional skills and support performance of newly learned 
skills. The classroom teacher leads students in weekly, 20–40 minute lessons 
that reinforce necessary social–emotional skills for school, community, and 
home. Elementary lessons focus on foundational skills which are differenti-
ated to age level. Example lessons include: calm breathing, speaking up, and 
positive self-talk. Lesson materials include posters, scripted lesson plans, reflec-
tion worksheets, bookmarks, a timer, chimes, and stickers. Activities embed 
culturally responsive practices, children’s literature, and mindfulness strate-
gies. Classroom teachers are also expected to integrate the SEL components 
taught throughout their day and communicate those new skills to families/
caregivers. In an effort to integrate Open Circle universally for all students, the 
educators designed a strategy to integrate new SEL skills (e.g., sharing, taking 
turns, showing empathy, disagreeing respectfully) and framing them within the 
teaching and reinforcement of their Tier 1 PBIS expectations (SOAR, listed 
above). In doing so, educators were able to continue to use one common, con-
sistent language with their students around social, emotional, and behavioral 
expectations and performance. This approach is aligned with recommenda-
tions to leverage existing PBIS teaching systems to extend to SEL teaching 
(Abshier et al., 2020). Specifically, the target school did not adopt an “either/
or” approach where one intervention (e.g., PBIS) was abandoned and another 
adopted. Instead, they took a thoughtful, integrated approach to add SEL to 
their existing PBIS framework based on data that indicated an ongoing need 
to improve SEL skills for most students. 

SEL Delivery

Throughout pre-planning, training, and implementation, Open Circle was 
presented as an integrated component to universal PBIS implementation that 
was already in place. Integration was reinforced in several ways: (a) consistent, 
aligned vocabulary; (b) integrated teaming; (c) comprehensive and frequent 
staff reminders; and (d) alignment of data systems. First, the schoolwide SOAR 
expectations, particularly “responsibility” and “respect,” were directly and 
consistently aligned with Open Circle lesson content. The SEL curriculum ex-
plicitly taught social problem solving, cooperative behavior, and emotional and 
behavioral regulation in line with SOAR expectations. Second, both PBIS Tier 
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1 and Open Circle implementation were discussed at monthly combined team 
meetings. During these meetings educators discussed gaps in implementation 
and strategies to improve fidelity across both PBIS and universal SEL. Third, 
the principal regularly highlighted the importance of integrating PBIS and 
SEL (e.g., staff meeting reminders, email prompts) across all grade levels and 
all school staff. Finally, the integrated PBIS and SEL team discussed school-lev-
el data (e.g., office discipline referrals, attendance, suspensions) during their 
monthly meetings and integrated the ratings of student SEL skills and their 
level of fidelity from Open Circle integration. 

Measures

Fidelity

The Curriculum Implementation Tool is a 21-item teacher-report instru-
ment used to comprehensively measure the quality of implementation of the 
Open Circle curriculum. Teachers reflect on their lesson quality across imple-
mentation facets, including Open Circle Meeting frequency, duration, structure, 
and content on a four-point Likert scale ranging from 0 = Never to 3 = Always. 
Sample items include, “I take some time to prepare each lesson,” and “I mod-
el Open Circle skills and vocabulary during Open Circle meetings.” Teachers 
complete each item at the end of the first semester and again at the end of the 
second semester. Teachers also had to self-report the quantity of Open Circle 
instructional delivery by reporting (1) average length of each lesson, and (2) 
average weekly frequency of lessons. 

SEL Skills Class Assessment 

The SEL Skills Class Assessment (SELS-CA) is a 21-item teacher-report in-
strument used to measure teacher perceptions of school-aged students’ social 
skills. A total score is generally used for interpretive purposes, with items rat-
ed on a four-point Likert scale ranging from 0 = Never to 3 = Always. Sample 
items include, “My students can track how their feelings change throughout 
the day,” and “My students cooperate with others.” As the SELS-CA was de-
veloped primarily for practical purposes in evaluating the success of the Open 
Circle program, it lacked initial psychometric data. Therefore, we used data 
from this study to examine the structural validity and reliability of this scale 
and to identify essential items and subscales that could be used for a more 
nuanced interpretation (Bardhoshi et al., 2022). Factor analytic procedures 
revealed a robust three-factor structure, supporting the use of 19 items consist-
ing of three subscales: (1) Strategies for Emotional/Behavioral Regulation, (2) 
Cooperative Behaviors, and (3) Prosocial Skills (Bardhoshi et al., 2022). Cron-
bach’s αs with this sample were .78 for Strategies for Emotional/Behavioral 
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Regulation, .73 for Cooperative Behaviors, .60 for Prosocial Skills, and .86 for 
the total scale, indicating a good internal consistency. The construct validity of 
the SELS-CA based on a six-factor solution was also supported by the study of 
Brand et al. (2008). In the current study, 37 teachers completed the school cli-
mate inventory before the intervention, whereas 21 teachers completed it after 
the intervention. The alpha coefficients were .46 to .79 for the subscales and 
.71 for the total scale. Pearson correlation coefficients between the subscales 
varied from -.25 to .57, as Brand et al. (2008) reported -.45 to .65.  

Teacher Ratings of School Climate

The Inventory of School Climate–Teacher version (ISC–T; Brand et al., 
2008) is a 29-item teacher-based measure designed to assess various dimen-
sions of school climate that are supported by literature as relevant to students’ 
well-being. The 29 items are divided into six subscales: (1) Peer Sensitivity, (2) 
Disruptiveness, (3) Teacher–Student Interactions, (4) Achievement Orienta-
tion, (5) Support for Cultural Pluralism, and (6) Safety Problems. Each subscale 
has four to five items, and each item is rated on a 1 to 5 frequency Likert-scale 
(1 = never; 5 = always). This survey was given pre- and post-intervention to all 
educators (e.g., classroom teacher, school counselor, paraprofessionals), with-
out participant identification, given the personal nature of the items. The ISC 
is considered a reliable measure for assessing teacher perceptions of school cli-
mate, with αs ranging from .57 to .86 for the subscales and .89 for the total 
scale (Brand et al., 2008). 

School-Level Outcomes

Descriptive data were compared on variables identified by the school as ar-
eas for improvement: (1) chronic absenteeism, (2) behavioral infractions, and 
(3) overall academic achievement (see Table 1). These data were collected from 
the statewide database of mandated reported data and are reported as compara-
tive percentages across the year prior to intervention and the intervention year.

Data Analysis

Pertaining to the implementation of the SEL program within the PBIS 
framework, we calculated Cohen’s d as a metric of pre-post change on all out-
come measures, applying Cohen’s (1988) effect size interpretive ranges (small 
effect = .30; medium effect = .50; large effect = .67). We used the following 
formula to calculate Cohen’s d while controlling for the intercorrelation of re-
peated measures.

𝑚𝑚𝑚𝑚1 −𝑚𝑚𝑚𝑚2

�𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠12 +  𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠22 − (2𝑟𝑟𝑟𝑟𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠1𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠2)
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Third, we utilized multilevel modeling (MLM) to control for the dependency 
of data from multiple students within the same classroom as well as test for 
classroom effects on students’ outcomes. Specifically, we ran an empty model 
predicting students’ post-intervention outcomes controlling for their pre-inter-
vention scores to examine the amount of variability in students’ adjusted pre-
post scores at level-2 (i.e., classroom effects). The Interclass Correlation Coef-
ficient (ICC) was calculated, which represents the proportion of variability in 
students’ adjusted pre-post scores at the group level (i.e., classroom effects). 
Finally, we tested the differential effectiveness of the SEL intervention by grade 
level. Specifically, we ran a two-level model where grade level was entered as 
a level-2 fixed effect as a predictor of a student’s adjusted post-treatment out-
come. All random effects were included in the model.

Results

Fidelity

According to the Curriculum Implementation checklist that measured 
quality of implementation on specific lesson components, classroom teach-
ers reported teaching lessons on average two times per week with each lesson 
lasting between an average of 16–20 minutes. Across all grade levels, imple-
mentation on the 18 quality items measuring core Open Circle lesson activities 
was 74% (see Table 2). Implementation on the quality items measuring ex-
tending activities (i.e., assigning an extra book, homework, sending a letter 
home) was 67%. Further, the school administrator required permanent prod-
uct lesson plans and schedules including Open Circle lesson times and dates. 
The administrator also conducted quarterly observations for each teacher. Ad-
ministrator report pertaining to fidelity identified that 95% of all classroom 
teachers scheduled and held the minimum one lesson per week, with only one 
teacher who did not implement the minimum one lesson per week. Table 2 
provides details on fidelity by grade level. 

Student SEL Outcomes

Prior to testing the differential effectiveness of the Open Circle intervention 
by grade level, we examined the effectiveness of the intervention on student-lev-
el outcomes descriptively (see Table 3). Pre- and post-intervention scores on 
the Strategies for Emotional/Behavioral Regulation subscale were 18.63 (SD 
= 5.48) and 18.88 (SD = 4.95), respectively. Pre- and post-intervention scores 
on the Cooperative Behaviors subscale were 11.48 (SD = 2.75) and 11.50 (SD 
= 2.45), respectively. Pre- and post-intervention scores on the Prosocial Skills 
subscale were 7.61 (SD = 2.55) and 7.85 (SD = 2.34), respectively. Pre- and 
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post-intervention total scores for the SEL Skills Inventory were 37.76 (SD = 
9.20) and 38.38 (SD = 8.05), respectively. Pre-post Cohen’s d for the SEL Skills 
total scale, Strategies for Emotional/Behavioral Regulation subscale, Cooper-
ative Behaviors subscale, and Prosocial Skills subscale were 0.06, 0.04, 0.01, 
and 0.07, respectively, which all represent small effects. It should be noted that 
Cohen’s d is not meant to be a rigid indicator of effect size, and nuanced inter-
pretations of effect size in intervention research should take into account both 
previous results on specific outcomes and the potential impact of outcomes on 
the setting of the intervention (Durlak, 2009).

Table 2. Classrooms and Fidelity by Grade
# of Class-
rooms per 

Grade

Average 
Fidelity on 

Primary Items

Average 
Lesson Length 

(minutes)

Average Lesson 
Number per 

Week
Kindergarten 3 55% NR 2
1st 4 85% 16–20 2
2nd 3 83% 16–20 2
3rd 4 83% 16–20 2
4th 4 72% 16–20 2
5th 4 72% 16–20 2

Table 3. Descriptive Statistics for Students’ SEL Outcomes.

 
Pre-SEL Post-SEL

N M SD N M SD d
Strategies for Emotional/
Behavioral Regulation 219 18.63 5.48 231 18.88 4.95 0.04

Cooperative Behaviors 231 11.48 2.75 242 11.50 2.45 0.01
Prosocial Skills 233 7.61 2.55 247 7.85 2.34 0.07
Total Score 207 37.76 9.20 214 38.38 8.05 0.06

SEL outcomes were predicted to vary by grade level. Table 4 presents these 
descriptive statistics which indicate mean score improvement across time in 
some grade levels (i.e., Grade 3, Grade 4), and declining scores in others (i.e., 
Grade 2, Grade 5). 
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Table 4. Descriptive Statistics for Students’ SEL Outcomes by Grade Level

 
Pre-SEL Post-SEL

N M SD N M SD d
2nd Grade

Strategies for Emotional/
Behavioral Regulation 53 18.43 4.74 59 18.15 4.50 0.05

Cooperative Behaviors 55 11.18 2.80 65 11.34 2.64 0.05
Prosocial Skills 57 7.14 2.52 65 7.68 2.42 0.18
Total Score 49 36.90 7.35 54 36.89 7.14 0.00

3rd Grade
Strategies for Emotional/
Behavioral Regulation 31 17.16 5.71 44 19.75 5.57 0.38

Cooperative Behaviors 34 10.74 3.31 46 11.63 2.49 0.21
Prosocial Skills 32 6.97 3.04 47 7.91 2.34 0.24
Total Score 30 34.93 10.45 42 40.00 8.59 0.38

4th Grade
Strategies for Emotional/
Behavioral Regulation 73 17.85 5.61 63 18.13 4.80 0.04

Cooperative Behaviors 77 11.30 2.74 66 11.11 2.51 0.06
Prosocial Skills 79 7.57 2.56 70 7.34 2.38 0.07
Total Score 71 36.69 9.70 58 36.98 7.78 0.03

5th Grade
Strategies for Emotional/
Behavioral Regulation 62 20.47 5.46 65 19.68 4.95 0.11

Cooperative Behaviors 65 12.32 2.20 65 11.98 2.09 0.11
Prosocial Skills 65 8.38 2.13 65 8.51 2.11 0.04
Total Score 57 41.33 8.45 60 39.93 8.37 0.12

Our analysis of classroom effects indicated that classroom significantly ac-
counted for 7% of the variability in students’ adjusted Prosocial Skills (ICC 
= 0.07, χ2 = 23.81, p = .014) and 6% of the variability in students’ adjust-
ed Strategies for Emotional/Behavioral Regulation (ICC = 0.06, χ2 = 21.42, 
p = .029). However, classroom effects were marginal and not significant for 
students’ adjusted total SEL Skills (ICC = 0.03, χ2 = 15.52, p = .159) and Co-
operative Behaviors (ICC = 0.001, χ2 = 11.14, p = .432). Lastly, as shown in 
Table 5, our analysis of differential effectiveness by grade level indicated that 
the effectiveness of the SEL intervention significantly differed by classroom for 
students’ Prosocial Skills (γ01 = 0.48, SE = .20, p = .037). Descriptive statistics  
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and Cohen’s d by grade level are reported in Table 5. As seen in Table 5, the 
SEL intervention was more effective for students in Grade 3 compared to 
Grades 2, 4, and 5. 

Table 5. Differential Effectiveness of SEL Intervention by Grade Level
Estimate SE t-ratio p

Cooperative Behaviors 
Intercept 11.52 0.19 61.85 <.001
Grade Level 0.20 0.17 1.15 .276
Pre-SEL 0.19 0.10 1.93 .080

Prosocial Skills
Intercept 7.70 0.23 33.79 <.001
Grade Level 0.48 0.20 2.40 .037
Pre-SEL 0.09 0.10 0.93 .371

Strategies for Emotional/Behavioral Regulation
Intercept 18.96 0.51 37.00 <.001
Grade Level 0.52 0.46 1.14 .280
Pre-SEL 0.11 0.11 1.03 .327

Total Score
Intercept 38.18 0.77 49.85 <.001
Grade Level 1.06 0.70 1.52 .159
Pre-SEL 0.15 0.12 1.29 .224

Climate and Related School-Level Outcomes:  
Descriptive Comparisons

Additionally, we examined the effectiveness of the intervention on 
school-level outcomes by evaluating (a) differences in teachers’ report of school 
climate pre- and post-intervention, and (b) differences in rates of attendance, 
disciplinary, and achievement data. Pre- and post-intervention School Climate 
scores were 91.21 (SD = 6.45) and 96.75 (SD = 9.05), respectively, which 
represents a medium effect (Cohen’s d = 0.50). Following a year of universal 
weekly SEL lessons, chronic absenteeism reduced from 23% the year prior to 
the intervention to 6% the intervention year. Incidents of disorderly conduct 
reduced from 16 major infractions the year prior to the study to 10 major 
infractions the intervention year. Similarly, overall student academic achieve-
ment based on standardized test scores improved from academic proficiency 
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rates of 42% to 71%. No other new academic or social–emotional interven-
tions were introduced at the time of this study, although it is possible that other 
efforts were underway that led to this improvement. 

Discussion and Implications

Largely, our findings did not provide statistically significant support for the 
effectiveness of the Open Circle universal intervention as it related specifically 
to sizeable increases in students’ SEL skills in the first year of implementation 
across all grade levels, schoolwide, as examined further below. Indeed, differ-
ences between pre- and post-intervention scores indicated small effects of the 
Open Circle universal intervention across SEL outcomes. Although Cohen’s d 
is extensively used to measure effect sizes in educational intervention research, 
Durlak (2009) recommends contextualizing effect sizes within the bigger con-
text of intervention research to determine whether meaningful effects may be 
present despite small effect sizes. It is indeed possible that small effect sizes in 
SEL gains in settings such as elementary classrooms, where even little differ-
ences can have a potential for a meaningful impact, should not be dismissed 
as not having practical value in real educational settings (Durlak et al., 2011). 
It should also be noted that our study revealed promising results on other im-
portant outcomes, including increases in teacher perceptions of positive school 
climate or community, reductions in absenteeism, reductions in incidents of 
behavioral infractions, and overall improvement of academic achievement, 
thus providing a more nuanced evaluation of the potential effectiveness of the 
Open Circle intervention. In addition, we did find evidence of classroom ef-
fects, with classrooms accounting for 7% of the variability in students’ adjusted 
prosocial skills and 6% of the variability in students’ adjusted strategies for 
emotional/behavioral regulation. Although these classroom effects may appear 
small, the proportion of variability in group members’ outcomes attributable 
to their classroom is sizeable compared to other sources of variability in stu-
dents’ SEL outcomes. Specifically, 6% explained variability in students’ SEL 
outcomes is equivalent to a Cohen’s d of .50, which is considered a medium 
effect (Wampold & Imel, 2015). Together, this evidence suggests that the Open 
Circle intervention may have the potential to meaningfully improve a range of 
relevant student and school outcomes and that the influence of the classroom 
dynamics on students’ SEL outcomes is a sizeable effect.

To expand on the above finding, it is important to highlight that while 
Open Circle implemented in the first year did not lead to statistically signifi-
cant results across all classrooms, there was significant improvement measured 
in single classrooms. This could be caused by variations in the curriculum by 
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grade level, developmental readiness and appropriateness of some content 
(significant findings were not detected in the lower grades), or other teacher 
implementation variables which were not measured in this study. We similarly 
found evidence for the effective applicability of the SEL intervention within 
the PBIS framework by grade level. Specifically, the intervention was more 
effective in increasing students’ prosocial skills for third graders compared to 
second, fourth, and fifth graders. This is an important finding as it suggests 
that SEL interventions need to be designed with specific attention to students’ 
developmental stage. It should be noted that interventions aiming to enhance 
students’ SEL skills by applying a PBIS framework have not been studied 
sufficiently pertaining to potential effectiveness, and warrant additional exam-
ination (Barrett et al., 2018). 

It is important to note that our results were not enough to support statis-
tically significant gains in student social–emotional skills following the Open 
Circle intervention. Given the promising findings in contextual data follow-
ing the intervention, including improved academic achievement, there might 
be several possible explanations for the lack of statistically significant gains in 
social–emotional skills. First, studies examining SEL interventions in elemen-
tary schools have pointed out that outcomes pertaining to one observer (e.g., 
teachers) may be quite different than those reported by other observers (e.g., 
parents; Catalano et al., 2003), highlighting the importance of multimeth-
od and multireport assessment. Including parent and community feedback in 
evaluating interventions at the school level is an important recommendation 
and necessitates the development of tools designed with these stakeholders in 
mind. As we only measured SEL skills through teacher report, it is possible 
that a multipronged evaluation of relevant skills might have revealed different 
findings. Additionally, as our intervention occurred over the duration of a year, 
reflecting a multicomponent approach integrated with PBIS, it is possible that 
it took longer for SEL to be fully embedded, potentially creating sleeper ef-
fects that might have emerged at a later date. Another important consideration 
is that given our lack of control classrooms, it was impossible to establish the 
directional movement pertaining to student SEL skills over the course of the 
year had they not received this intervention. It is therefore possible that while 
SEL skills did not drastically improve, maintenance of SEL skills in the span of 
a year and small improvements across strategies for emotional/behavioral reg-
ulation, cooperative behaviors, and prosocial skills may indeed be practically 
meaningful in the elementary classroom and have the potential to positively 
impact SEL growth across developmental stages. For example, student scores 
on Cooperative Behaviors at pre-test revealed a relatively high mean of 11.48 
out of a total possible score of 15 and remained steady at post-test, at 11.50. 
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On the other hand, overall SEL skills increased from a total mean of 37.76 to 
a total of 38.38 in the span of the year-long intervention. Again, a more com-
prehensive measurement approach and the use of comparison groups might 
have lent itself to a more nuanced interpretation of students’ pre- and post-so-
cial skills ratings. 

Third, given the sizable influence of the classroom on students’ SEL out-
comes in this study, considering relevant classroom factors—such as classroom 
composition, classroom climate, and teacher–student engagement—might be 
an important step when implementing and evaluating SEL interventions de-
livered in classrooms. Although we included a teacher-based measure of school 
climate, research indicates classrooms are dynamic units with contextual fac-
tors implicated with significant group effects (Marsh et al., 2012), necessitating 
the inclusion of a range of data for holistic evaluation of SEL interventions. 
Although our climate measure included a subscale on student–teacher inter-
actions, research suggests students’ rating of school climate reveals unique 
variance not necessarily reflected in teacher ratings (Brand et al., 2008), further 
supporting the importance of supplementing measurement of classroom con-
textual variables by including student and parent reports. While Open Circle 
includes guidance on how teachers can integrate the taught SEL components 
throughout their day and communicate those new skills to families/caregivers, 
there is no specific measurement component that assesses family/caregiver en-
gagement. Further, families and educators often use different terms to refer to 
the same or similar skills such as “following directions” and “compliance,” or 
“staying calm” and “using self-control”; school staff can bridge these vocabulary 
differences by partnering with families and reinforcing SEL lessons and termi-
nology in both home and school contexts (Miller et al., 2018). Conceptualizing 
engagement beyond teachers and students and incorporating assessment tools 
that capture family/caregiver engagement can provide valuable information on 
student, classroom, and community dynamics impacting SEL outcomes.

Another important implication pertains to our findings on differential ef-
fectiveness of the SEL intervention by grade level. The developmental match 
between the curriculum and the intended student population is an important 
factor, making it possible that an SEL intervention that is effective for third 
graders may not be similarly effective for fifth graders. While there is a large 
body of literature documenting the effectiveness of a variety of SEL interven-
tions (Durlak et al., 2011; Taylor et al., 2017), less is known about who these 
interventions are effective for and how. Future research may benefit users by 
conducting moderator and mediator analyses to further understand the poten-
tial to improve the quality of SEL interventions applying a PBIS framework, 
targeting diverse social and emotional needs of elementary school students by 
grade level.
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Limitations

Given the practical limitations of the school setting and the pilot nature of 
this evaluation study, we were not able to create a control condition and to blind 
teachers to the intervention. This limited our ability to control for important 
confounding variables, such as other school interventions that may affect stu-
dents’ SEL skills, limiting the generalizability of our results (De Meester et 
al., 2013; Gonzalez & Villalba, 2018). Measurement of dependent variables 
reflected teacher perceptions given a certain time frame. Indeed, as teachers 
invested significant time and energy in training and delivery, it is possible they 
were compelled to evaluate their school climate more positively following the 
intervention. It should be noted that teachers were trained on evaluating the 
implementation of the intervention and completing the associated surveys, a 
recommended strategy to minimize error and reduce teacher rater bias on so-
cial–emotional assessment (Shapiro et al., 2016). Nevertheless, future studies 
should include student and parent report of SEL and school climate to tri-
angulate results, and longitudinal evaluation of relevant outcomes would be 
valuable, as well.

Conclusion

Results of the pilot study suggested that Open Circle is variably effective as a 
universal SEL curriculum integrated within PBIS. Specifically, the curriculum 
was more effective for Grade 3 students than other grade levels. The findings 
have important implications as SEL research and the field continue to move 
forward. Specifically, given limited school resources for program implementa-
tion, future research should investigate whether programs are most effectively 
delivered universally, in conjunction with the PBIS framework, and/or for par-
ticular ages or grade levels, and should identify salient contextual school and 
community variables that can provide a more comprehensive understanding of 
the outcomes impacted by SEL programming. 
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